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Is Doctor Who political? 
Alan McKee 
 
Abstract 
This article presents the results of a research project which investigated the vernacular 
political philosophy of the television program Doctor Who. Fans were asked about 
their political thinking, their interpretations of the politics of that program, and the 
relationship between these two. The results contribute to a cultural history of the 
political natures of different kinds of texts. These television viewers are revealed to be 
well able to articulate their own political thinking, and to argue cogently that Doctor 
Who is not useful for that thinking. The politics of this group range from self-
nominated Marxist to extreme right-wing; and their interpretations of the program's 
politics, when they are asked to produce them, are similarly wide ranging. It seems 
that the program does not function as vernacular political philosophy. This has 
implications for thinking about the 'ideology' of popular texts. 
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Is Doctor Who political? 
 
In his book Street Smarts and Critical Theory, Thomas McLaughlin proposes the 
concept of 'vernacular theory': 
I have always been skeptical of the academy's easy conflation of genteel cultural style 
and intellectual skills. Not all the sharp minds get to college, and not all the theorists 
are in the academy … Individuals who do not come out of a tradition of philosophical 
critique are capable of raising questions about dominant cultural assumptions. They do 
so in ordinary language … vernacular theory does not differ in kind from academic 
theory … academic theory should therefore be thought of not as an elitist activity … 
but as a rigorous and scholarly version of a widely practised analytical strategy 
(McLaughlin, 1996: 29, 5, 6) 
The examples he gives are Christian anti-pornography movements, Zine culture, New 
Age thinking, advertising professionals and the whole language movement. In each of 
these instances, he suggests, we can read the cultural production of non-academics as 
being intellectual work.  
I found this idea most suggestive. It seemed to me that much of cultural studies' 
thinking about cultural politics has been about unconscious processes - ideology, 
hegemony, dominant discourses, these all happen to people. The concept of 
'vernacular theory' provides a model for addressing the conscious political thinking 
undertaken by non-academics. By examining the vernacular political theory of 
popular cultural texts we could explore the political work they do while retaining a 
focus on the intellectual work being performed by the audiences consuming them.  
Doctor Who was a family-oriented television science fiction program made by the 
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). Produced regularly from 1963 to 1989 (with 
a one-off special airing in 1996), the program features an alien 'Time Lord' from the 
planet Gallifrey who travels through time and space in a ship that looks like a blue 
'police box'. Eight actors have played this character over the years (see Tulloch and 
Alvrado, 1983; Tulloch and Jenkins, 1995). Generically, it is an adventure serial. The 
Doctor travels to planets with various forms of social organisation. He then has to 
choose: either to side with rebels who aim to overthrow that social structure; or to 
protect that social structure from attack. Usually, if a civil war is in progress, he will 
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favour the rebels; if an interplanetary incident is threatened, he will protect the culture 
he finds. Common figures in these stories are warlords, presidents and 'leaders' of 
various kinds.  
This makes it an interesting program to consider as vernacular political theory. As 
with all texts, it includes the elements that allow us to explore politics in the sense 
developed over the last thirty years by identity politics - relationships of power 
between individuals and groups. But it also includes elements that suggest the 
'traditional' notion of politics, the one that is still described by the dictionary definition 
and taught in university Politics departments - 'the science dealing with the form, 
organisation and administration of a state' (OED). The Doctor meets queens, 
presidents, rebels, and factions; its plotlines include invasions, colonisation, uprisings, 
rebellions and the overthrowing of corrupt administrations. In his classic and still 
current article 'Popularity and ideology: a structuralist reading of Doctor Who' 
(2004[1983]), John Fiske describes the program's political work -  its 'ideological 
effect' (86) and 'the hegemony of the text' (97). He examines the typical narrative 
structure of Doctor Who stories to uncover the 'hidden' 'propaganda' of the program, 
which promotes 'the values … of … capitalist democracy' (99).  
Fiske is interested in the program's 'hidden' political ideas. But what can we say about 
its openly political thinking? Does it function as 'vernacular political philosophy'? 
Alex Wilcox, the Liberal Democrat candidate for Leyton and Wanstead in the UK in 
2001, suggests so in his explanation of the program's effect on his political thinking: 
My early political instincts were formed by three outstanding influences. 
The first set are my parents, as there is something of a family habit of bolshily standing 
up for what you believe in … My upbringing in Christianity (half-Baptist, half-
Catholic, so again having to make up my own mind a bit) also played a part …. In 
addition, Doctor Who fostered a free spirit, encouraged me to start reading, instilled a 
passionate internationalism, made me think about ecology, and gave me a lasting hatred 
of prejudice; green scaly rubber people are people too … (Wilcox, 2001) 
Wilcox goes on to explain that the Doctor's belief that he should only interfere in 
order to stop people harming others fits in well with the positions of the Liberal 
Democrats in the UK. It is, as he says, 'our sort of propaganda'. He traces a number of 
examples of 'liberalism' in the program itself: stories with ecological warnings, 
messages of tolerance, and attacks on totalitarianism. One particular text - the 
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novelisation of Doctor Who and the Silurians, a story where the earth's indigenous 
inhabitants arise from the caves where they have been sleeping for millennia and 
reclaim the planet - he particularly remembers, and he ascribes an important political 
effect to it: 
I read that when I was 5 or 6, and while 'nasty monsters invading' never made me 
worried about 'foreigners', two sets of people who had the same rights to live 
peacefully, one group different people to those I was used to, had a lasting effect on 
me. So, that's the point at which I became a Liberal (Wilcox, 2001) 
We can say with some confidence that Marx's writing represents a Communist 
political philosophy; Hitler's takes a Fascist position; Tony Blair's public comments 
attempt to persuade us to think with New Labour. But what is Doctor Who's political 
position? Alex Wilcox claims it as an explicit liberalism - is this an iconoclastic 
interpretation, or is it more widely shared? In order to explore this, I wanted to gather 
more information from audiences who consumed it and thought about it in detail. The 
easiest way to access such a population was to speak to fans.   
 
Methodology 
As I suggest above, there are many meanings of the word 'political' in cultural studies. 
I fully agree with Kate Millett in her argument that the personal is political: 
In introducing the term 'sexual politics' one must first answer the inevitable question: 
'Can the relationship between the sexes be viewed in a political light at all?' The 
answer depends on how one defines politics. This essay does not define political as 
that relatively narrow and exclusive world of meetings, chairmen and parties. The 
term 'politics' shall refer to power-structured relationships, arrangements whereby one 
group of persons are controlled by another (Kate Millett in Sexual Politics, quoted in 
Shattuc, 1997: 91) 
It would be possible investigate the political thinking of Doctor Who in relation to 
many different kinds of politics: gender politics (the main character is always male, 
his ditzy companion almost always female); racial politics (he is always white, as are 
all his companions. The superior race of Timelords, who supervise the timeline of the 
universe, is entirely white); or sexual politics (the program offers no examples of 
central heterosexual relationships, but prefers to celebrate friendship as a key social 
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force) for example. I chose in this research to focus, though, on Millett's 'relatively 
narrow and exclusive world of meetings, chairmen and parties' - that is, the traditional 
definition of state-level politics. This was because, as I mentioned above, every text 
that involves characters can be analyzed in terms of identity politics; but it is not so 
obvious that all texts have something to say about state-level politics. Given its 
generic attributes, and the fact that previous writers have suspected that the program 
does contain such commentary on large scale political systems, examining Doctor 
Who as vernacular state-political philosophy allowed me to think about the degree to 
which popular texts might offer thoughts on desirable forms of social organization. 
I thus conducted interviews with members of the Doctor Who audience who have 
studied the program in detail and spent time considering its interpretation in order to 
gather information on the political position this program takes. I interviewed thirty-
nine Doctor Who fans about their own political thinking; their thinking about the 
politics of Doctor Who; and the relationship between these aspects of their lives. 
Nineteen of these interviews were conducted at the 'Resurrection' Doctor Who 
convention in Stoke-on-Trent, UK in September 2001. Seven were conducted with 
Doctor Who fans who are also fan-producers of Doctor Who stories and novels, 
accessed through acquaintances involved in this fan-production. Twelve were 
conducted electronically with Doctor Who fans sourced through the online notice 
board rec.arts.drwho. Of the sample, thirty subjects were male and nine were female.  
A number were queer (although a specific question in relation this fact was not asked 
in the data-gathering). Thirty four lived in the UK; four in the USA; one in Finland. 
This sample is not generalisable to all Doctor Who fans; nor to all Doctor Who 
viewers; nor to all television viewers; nor to all consumers of culture. This is not the 
purpose of this study. It is neither sociology nor ethnography (Moores, 1993: 4). 
Rather, it is an attempt discover some 'available discourses' about the politics of 
Doctor Who for engaged viewers (Muecke, 1982); whether, for them, it is reasonable 
to talk about the program's political thinking. 
In the interviews I used an approach which might be called 'interview textual 
analysis'. I did not take a naïve realist approach to this data: I did not attempt to 
measure the 'authenticity' or 'truth' of the speaking positions. On the other hand, I 
didn't want to look for hidden, deep meanings of which the interviewees themselves 
would be unaware (Probyn, 1996: 145). Rather, I treated the interview data as a text to 
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be subjected to poststructuralist textual analysis, making 'an educated guess at some 
of the most likely interpretations that might be made of that text' (McKee, 2003: 1). I 
asked these fans a variety of questions designed to illuminate their responses to, and 
uses of, the stories of revolutions and uprisings presented in Doctor Who. In designing 
these questions, I wanted to find ways to articulate my (academic) modes of thinking 
about cultural politics with that of a (largely) non-academic audience sample. The 
question: 'Does Doctor Who function as vernacular state-political philosophy?' would 
likely have been meaningless to a group not familiar with academic vocabulary. 
However, I suspected that the concepts involved - that Doctor Who might have 
something to say about the way that a state should be run - would be meaningful to 
these fans if I could find a way to articulate it in language that did not demand 
academic training to understand. As well as data about their own political thinking, I 
asked interviewees 'Is the Doctor political?'; and, in case that was not meaningful, 
other questions that would make sense within the diegesis of the program: 'What does 
the Doctor fight for?'; 'If the Doctor had landed outside a polling booth just before the 
last British election, who would he have voted for?'; and 'Do you think the Doctor is 
ever wrong to interfere in other societies?'. I also identified two stories which might 
be interpreted as having explicit political positions (see below) and asked the 
interviewees for their thoughts on these (see Appendix 1 for a complete interview 
schedule).  
 
Results 
I opened by asking interviewees, using deliberately open phrasing: 'How would you 
describe your own politics?'. As I suggested above, although in cultural studies we 
accept that all human relations and all representations of human relations are political, 
this does not necessarily fit with the way in which wider audiences understand the 
term. Many interviews named themselves 'apolitical' (see interview 1), saying: 'I don't 
think a lot about politics' (11), or 'I tend to avoid it as much as possible' (13) because 
they were not interested in political parties (33, 34, 35, 37): 
Essentially I can't - and don't - put my faith in parties … I'm not stupid enough to think 
that party politics doesn't matter … But [it] isn’t the be-all and end-all of human society 
(30). 
 7 
Some of these respondents expanded their lack of faith in political parties to a lack of 
interest in the processes of traditional politics at all (some of those who did not vote), 
whereas others focussed on smaller scale politics ('I sort of look at what's said and 
then look for what is best for me' - 1); or identity politics ('I'm gay, so that makes me 
automatically … I'm not going to vote Tory' (19); or specific issues, such as transport 
policy (5); or local issues such as a hospital closure (18). Some made a political 
statement about their lack of commitment to current political processes: 'quite 
subversive really, but not a terrorist' (12). Some took positions that they themselves 
recognised as being more interested in ethical than traditionally political concerns: 'I 
don't think I have any politics really, other than I think we ought to be fair to each 
other' (16).  
A good range of state-political positions were articulated by these fans, with clarity 
and intelligence. When asked how they voted in the last general election in their 
country, seventeen of them voted for the major left-wing party in their country 
(Labour in the UK, Democrat in the US). Three voted for the Liberal Democrats, the 
'third', 'middle' party in the UK. Five voted for the major right wing party in their 
country (Conservative in the UK, Republican in the US), and two for an unspecified 
right wing party. Eight didn't bother voting in the last elections. One voted for an 
Independent candidate, one for a Green candidate. Two did not supply an answer to 
this question. 
There was no simple correlation between people's voting practices and their politics. 
One Conservative voter insisted that although he voted for this party, he disagreed 
strongly with what he saw as their racist policies (10), while another insisted that he 
was 'left wing Conservative'. A Labour voter explained that they only voted for the 
party because 'I didn't trust any of them … but I did vote, because I thought it would 
be silly just to waste a vote' (16); others felt the Labour party was too right-wing, but 
voted for them strategically (27); naming themselves as 'Marxist' in the process (26). 
The politics of those who chose not to vote could not simply be read as despair or 
disengagement. One interviewee, whose first response to the question about his 
politics was: 'God. Ehm. I’m quite lazy, in the sense of watching things and being 
cross' (a wonderful definition of 'traditional' state politics) went on to explain that he 
didn't vote because 'I just morally found that I couldn't. I am much more Neil Kinnock 
than I am Tony Blair' (21). 
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These Doctor Who fans present a selection of political positions, extending from 
Marxist to the so-called 'extreme right' (in the case of one fan who was strongly anti-
immigration and pro-death penalty). The most popular voting option was for the 
mainstream left wing party in their country, but seven voted for right wing parties. A 
good number didn't vote, a small number went for independent or green candidates. 
Even accepting that this sample is statistically insignificant, it does allow us to state 
with some certainty that the fact that these people all love the same texts and consume 
them repeatedly does not seem to be linked to their political thinking and practice.  
It should be noted that Doctor Who is a very large text: over six hundred episodes 
were broadcast, and although Doctor Who fans tend to form communities named 
'Doctor Who fandom' - as though they all like the same text - this is something of a 
fiction. The Doctor Who stories that were produced in 1963 bear little relation to the 
stories that were produced under that same title in 1979; which is, again, not 
obviously the same program as the Doctor Who of 1989. This is not a problem for my 
argument, though. The interviewees demonstrated that even when viewers favour 
exactly the same text we cannot link this to political thinking or practice. The Tom 
Baker story The Talons of Weng-Chiang was nominated by eight respondents as one 
of their favourite Doctor Who stories. Of these eight, three voted left wing; two voted 
right wing; one voted for a third party, one voted Green, and two did not vote. 
In order to prompt fans to tell me about their interpretations of the program's politics, 
I asked the deliberately naïve question: 'If the Doctor had landed outside a polling 
booth just before the last British election, who would he have voted for?'. 
The degree of vehemence with which this question was refuted was notable. Twenty 
two of the interviewees insisted that the question was meaningless - that he wouldn't 
vote. Three were ambivalent. Two thought the Doctor would vote for Labour, one for 
a right wing party, two for Liberal Democrats, two for the Greens, and three that he 
would vote for any candidate who had no chance of winning. In this there is general 
agreement about the politics of the Doctor: that he is not political in that sense. The 
reasons for this response varied. At the simplest, 'he would be uninterested' (1). A 
surprising number of interviewees made a response in terms of the program's own 
fictional world: 'he wouldn't be registered, would he?' (2) 'He can't, because he's not a 
member of the Commonwealth' (4) 'he wouldn't have been properly registered' (34); 
'in order to be able to vote in a country, you have to be born in that country' (14). 
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Others made their judgements based on the program's own generic logic: 'because it's 
not what he does' (12), drawing on examples from the program to insist that the 
Doctor is a wanderer (1), who doesn't like to interfere unless he has to (9), and party 
politics is 'not really something he should be meddling into' (12). This appeal to 
generic interpretations is explored further below. 
As noted above, the Doctor arrives on planets and either prevents invasions or helps 
the overthrow of governments. Trying to access fans' interpretations of the political 
position that the program presents in these stories of rebellion, falling empires and 
civil wars, I asked another open and naïve question: 'What does the Doctor fight for?'. 
Again it became apparent that there is no obvious interpretation of the Doctor's 
politics, as responses were insistently about morality rather than politics: individual 
behaviour rather than social organisation. There was general agreement among the 
fans that the Doctor does not have a systematic political project. Rather, he is reactive, 
responding to events that he cannot escape.  
He's a traveller and he wanders about and would be happy being on Florana, and if he'd 
gone to these nice happy planets he'd have a brilliant time. He's not looking for the next 
fight (22; also 3, 23, 25) 
Many interviewees point out that, more than this, the Doctor's reactive politics are 
linked to his lack of attachment to 'politics' (again, understood by these interviewees 
as a commitment to particular political projects and large-scale plans about social 
organisation): 'his politics change every five minutes with who he's defending' (10; 
also 6, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23, 25, 31, 38). 
The Doctor may overthrow societies, but this is not 'political' because it is not linked 
to a commitment to any one form of social organisation. He has no plan, no project:  
I think it boils down to the fact that … he turns up and um … sorts out a problem, so 
he's kind of beyond the agenda, I think, of any political party (25). 
'I don't think he'd be very interested in politics. He would focus on the situation, on a 
particular situation, and try to change it' (14). 'He does seem to be completely against 
organized politics … so that makes him a sort of non-violent, humanitarian anarchist' 
(36). Again, when politics is taken to mean 'macro structures', the Doctor is not 
interested. He deals only with the local, and the visible, and the immediate. His 
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enemies are those who 'have sold themselves to a cause so hard that … they can't 
think anymore' (24). 
Andrew Tolson has suggested that some parts of popular culture might more usefully 
be discussed in terms of their contributions to moral, rather than political, discourses 
(quoted in Tulloch, 2000: 246). This certainly seems to apply to Doctor Who. Many of 
the interviewees answered the question about what the Doctor fights for with moral 
rather than political discourses: he fights against 'evil' (2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 11, 15, 18, 25, 
26, 28). He fights for 'what is morally right' (31). Of course, codes of morality are 
political in the cultural studies' sense: but not in the sense of traditional state politics.  
One response is particularly useful for segueing from this moral framework for 
interpreting the program to another framework, mentioned above: interpretations of 
the text made in generic and aesthetic terms. One interviewee, asked what the Doctor 
fights for, replied that he fights against 'baddies': and then laughed (18). A significant 
number of the interviewees, when asked to think about elements of the program in 
terms of traditional politics, replied with answers based around generic verisimilitude 
(Neale, 1980): they did not see any need to relate the program to other elements of 
culture in order to make sense of it, but interpreted it within the genre of adventure 
serials more widely. So, for example, a follow up question that I asked some 
interviewees who were finding difficulty articulating what the Doctor fights for took 
the form: 'when the Doctor lands on a new planet, how does he decide which side to 
join?'. Answers included 'the opposite people who he's captured by … the first people 
he's captured by are goodies' (4). Another interview agreed that it was obvious who 
the Doctor would join: 'there's always a baddie and a goodie' (7). The terminology 
here, obviously self-reflexive in many cases, is mirrored by other interviewees, who, 
when asked about the Doctor's politics respond: 'it's weird to ask if he votes when I 
can't even imagine him going to the toilet, he's too thin a character' (22) 
The fact that stories often end with the bad guys being destroyed doesn't tell us much 
about the Doctor's politics either, according to some interviewees: 
It's like those episodes of The Avengers where you've got this elegant little paradox 
going on for forty minutes. And then they realise they've got to the fortieth minute - shit 
what are we going to do? Let's have a punch up. And Doctor Who does that as well … 
(21) 
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Again, interested in accessing their interpretations of the program's politics, I pushed 
the interviewees towards discussing stories that have - what seem to me to be - 
explicit allegorical state-political elements. These included The Curse of Peladon, a 
story which was written at the time of, and (maybe) comments on, Britain's entry to 
the Common Market; and The Sunmakers, where the villains are an evil, unscrupulous 
and exploitative capitalist multiplanetary corporation. Again, a number of 
interviewees explained that these stories are not state-political - that they do not relate 
to that part of culture: 
Actually, I don't think Peladon's a political story at all … it can only be seen as a 
political story … if Britain had tried to join the common market and found that 
Belgium was trying to drop statues on the head of the prime minister. No. What a load 
of old nonsense …(23) 
The Sunmakers is not all about the fucking tax system. What Robert Holmes [the 
writer] did is, he went … 'I'll make puns of the Inland Revnue stuff …' … the story has 
got nothing about an attack on the tax system … (27) 
Throughout these interviews, the Doctor Who fans returned to the difficulty of trying 
to discuss the program's relationship to 'politics' because its generic status, as an 
adventure serial, meant that it was not supposed to read in this way. It was not well-
suited to try and address such questions:  
we never get to know the characters well, the people who are sacrificing themselves, 
left right and centre. The fact that Veber has died on Spirodon becomes just a fact, not a 
life to be mourned. It's an action story (25) 
The Doctor would not vote, to return to previous questions, because 'it's none of his 
business. No-one's life is at stake. If a Conservative person came and beat a homeless 
single mother in front of him, he would intervene' (23); and 'the Doctor, being an 
action adventure hero, is only around in extreme situations, and we're at the moment 
in a wonderful lukewarm, gentle era of mediocrity' (24). There was a general 
agreement that the lead character is a highly moral hero, who is not prejudiced against 
people based on appearance; who never kills when it can be avoided; and never uses a 
weapon, rather using his intelligence and charisma to outwit the bad guys (3, 4, 8, 12, 
15, 22, etc)i. And there was general agreement that this text has nothing to do with 
'traditional', party, large-scale, state politics. It is no surprise then that when I asked 
my interviewees the deliberately naïve question: 'Is the Doctor political?', they relied 
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on their own, unprompted, self-reflexive thinking about what the term 'politics' 
encompasses: 'it depends what you mean by politics … he is, like, a pacifist … but 
politics is a different thing' (11). To the extent that the fans understood politics to 
mean traditional politics, they insisted that the Doctor was not political, even as he 
leads revolutions and overthrows unjust societies:  
I think the Doctor is the kind of character who would switch off as soon as he heard 
any politician, no matter what age of planet … waffling on about 'The party line is this' 
… (12) 
'He doesn't have any politics' (4); 'I wouldn't have thought so, no' (10). Those who 
insisted that the Doctor's character was political interpreted that politics in a non-party 
political sense.  
Yes, of course the Doctor is political … freedom to protest, doesn't often talk about 
democracy, doesn't talk about voting, but he talks about people having the right to 
participate (2) 
In regard of being a crusader, I'd have to consider him political, although he has no 
tolerance for the mechanics of politics (35).  
I was also interested in the ways in which fans expressed their perception of a lack of 
fit between 'Doctor Who' and this traditional 'politics'. Many laughed, or paused for a 
period before replying: 'Whoah, bloody hell, this is deep' (22); or 'Ehm … [long 
pause], I've never really thought about it to be honest' (13). As the latter interviewee 
explained, the program is not generically suited for such a linkage: 'I've always sort of 
looked on the series as purely fun and for entertainment value' (13). I was also 
interested that several fans, who obviously never had thought about the program in 
these terms, became quite excited in answering the question, and began to make links 
between Doctor Who and 'politics':  
'that's a good question [laugh] … I'm glad you asked' (2); '[laugh] I've never had to 
think about these things' (22); 'Now there's an interesting question' (3); 'I don't know. 
It's a good question' (18); '…from your conversation this afternoon, I never thought of 
it in such a way' (7); 'Quite interesting questions, actually' (8); 'Interesting question' 
(11).  
These are not viewers who might try to hide their political meaning-making to protect 
the sanctity of their program. A large number of the interviewees were quite open to 
thinking through 'politics' with Doctor Who; it is, after all, another way to continue 
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talking about their favourite texts. This openness to the idea, combined with their 
surprise at the questions, suggests these interviewees have never thought about the 
program in this way before. And in some of the conversations that we had, once they 
had taken to this idea, the interviewees enjoyed themselves thinking through their 
political interpretations of the program. For one, it was based on the politics of 
Amnesty International (12). For another, its politics most strongly represented various 
Thatcherite ideas in the 1980s (21). For another, its political position was strongly 
analogous to Conservative party foreign policy (22). For many fans it is possible, 
when the unusual idea is introduced to them, to make 'political' interpretations of the 
program. And it is important to note that there was no consistency in the 'political' 
interpretations of the program that emerged in these conversations. Interviewees 
reached the conclusion that the vernacular state-political thinking of this text in which 
they all had great expertise was anything from extremely left wing through to quite 
radical right wing.  
This isn't unusual for the texts of capitalist culture (see Ray, 1985): 
'[I]n order to retain its audience, [EastEnders] cannot be too prescriptive' … a soap 
opera texts refuses to impose a single moral or ideological position on its viewers 
(Tulloch, quoting David Buckingham, 2000: 90, 91) 
It is possible for the fans of Doctor Who to have a wide range of attitudes towards 
state politics and still attend to the same text because: 
It's kept incredibly vague. I find that in most stories, the Doctor's politics are written in 
such a way that almost anyone would agree with them and see them as being 
compatible with his or her own. A conservative will see the Doctor as conservative. A 
liberal will the Doctor as liberal. A socialist will see the Doctor as socialist. An 
anarchist will see the Doctor as an anarchist (32) 
The interesting thing about The Sunmakers is that although it purports to be a political 
satire, it doesn't actually take a political stance at all. Left-wing viewers watch it as a 
parody of capitalism gone mad; right wing viewers watch it as a parody of bureaucracy 
gone mad. It's neither and both at the same time (29) 
I raised this point with some fans, asking them whether there were any moments in 
the program where they disagreed with the Doctor's actions or stances. The majority 
of the interviewees said that there were not: whether left-wing, right-wing, centrist, 
apolitical, or one of the other messy political affiliations sketched out above, most 
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were able to find ways to interpret this text that did not conflict with their own 
political beliefs - partly by generic interpretations that insisted that this program had 
nothing to do with any aspect of culture outside of itself. One Conservative voter 
whose favourite Doctor was the anarchic, uncontrollable Tom Baker, liked his 
characterisation the best because: 
He's an anarchist and a rebel, and he was always going to do exactly the opposite of 
what you say … some of the others looked as though they could conform a lot more 
(10) 
When asked whether there was any contradiction between his pleasures in Tom 
Baker, and his Conservative political beliefs, he responded, as though I were stupid: 
'he's a fictional character'; and, once again, 'I've never thought about the politics 
involved in it' (10). 
 
Discussion 
The results of this research disprove my hypothesis - that Doctor Who engages in 
vernacular state-political philosophy. It seems that in fact it doesn't. And the findings 
also have some implications for thinking about cultural politics more widely that I 
didn't expect when I began the research.  
Any attempt to transpose the concept [of ideology] to the fictional realm, via the 
concept of 'preferred reading' … always runs the risk of reducing the fictional text to 
the mere vehicle of a banal substantive proposition which can then be labelled as 
'ideological' … [we must] recognise … the question of … the relevance/irrelevance … 
dimension of decoding rather than being directly concerned with the acceptance or 
rejection of substantive ideological propositions (Morley, quoted in Tulloch, 2000: 
189). 
John Fiske argues that the 'hidden' 'ideological effect' (86) of Doctor Who promotes 
'the values … of … capitalist democracy' (99). But its political thinking as understood 
by viewers - its work as vernacular state-political philosophy - is not so simple. For 
the audience members interviewed, it is not really 'political' at all. When pressed to 
use their expert knowledge of the program to produce a political reading, some fans 
believe it is arguging for anarchist politics, while for others it is a communitarian left-
wing political tract and for other still it is a right-wing, Thatcherite piece of thinking. 
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What is the relationship between these interpretations of the text - Fiske's 
'structuralist' attempt to read out its deep meanings and my own 'poststructuralist' 
examination of its apparent function? What status does the interpretation of the text as 
a promoter of capitalist values have if that interpretation is not made by viewers, and 
does not lead them to think about either the program, or their own value systems, in 
such a way? 
One answer to this question would be to say that it depends on whether you accept a 
structuralist or a poststructuralist model of culture. This is true, of course. My own 
personal axioms about cultural politics are indeed poststructuralist rather than 
structuralist. From that perspective, structuralist interpretations such as Fiske's do not 
reveal a hidden truth about texts - they rather take on the status as one of a range of 
possible interpretations. Fiske's reading of the program's capitalist ideology, from that 
perspective, is no more the 'truth' of the text than is a fan's interpretation of its 
anarchist, or Marxist credentials. 
But such an answer seems too glib. There is, I feel, a certain responsibility to explain 
why I prefer such a poststructuralist response. Partly this is to do with my own 
personal history and experiences (McKee, 2003: 10-11). But I also feel that if we take 
a structuralist approach, and accept the hidden capitalist ideology that Fiske uncovers 
as something more than just another interpretation - as in fact some kind of truth about 
the political work of the text - then we reach an impasse. How do we explain the 
relationship between the deep interpretation made by Fiske and the everyday 
interpretations made by viewers? 
In claiming that the program carries a hidden capitalist ideology, we are not, of 
course, suggesting that viewers will consciously recognise this. And we are not 
suggesting that it will automatically make them pro-capitalist. And we are not 
suggesting that it will unconsciously push them towards being capitalists. And we are 
not suggesting that it will become an element in their thinking about state politics. 
And we are not suggesting that they will use material from the program in their own 
formation of political views. And we are not suggesting that it will affect their party 
affiliation. And we are not suggesting that it will change the way they vote. But what 
exactly are we suggesting is the articulation between this interpretation of the text and 
everyday conscious political thinking? 
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The advantage of a poststructuralist perspective is that it allows us to make sense of 
both sets of interpretations - Fiske's and the fans' - as possible interpretations made 
within different discourses associated with different institutions. We can explain 
Fiske's interpretation here as being made within the (peculiarly limited) institution of 
academic cultural theory (whose Marxist pre-history leads us still to interpret the 
politics of popular texts by looking for the ways in which they are not-Marxist); while 
the interpretations made by the fans are informed by the discourses of Doctor Who 
fandom, generic rules for interpreting popular culture and their own range of political 
thinking (wider than is generally the case for cultural studies academics). From this 
perspective, Fiske's interpretation of Doctor Who's 'capitalist' nature is perfectly 
reasonable. But he is wrong to call it 'ideology' and thus imply that this interpretation 
of the show's politics has a truth status beyond that of the interpretations offered by 
viewers of Doctor Who as a Marxist text, or as a Thatcherite text - or, most 
importantly, as a text which has nothing to say about state-level politics. 
By contrast, if we take the structuralist approach of privileging one political 
interpretation as being 'deeper' and more true - ideology, hegemony, dominant 
discourse - then I am not sure what we can do with the fans' responses. We can call 
them 'false consciousness' - but that seems too dismissive of the often intelligent, 
informed and articulate explanations of politics the viewers presented. Or we could 
appeal to the idea of the 'ideology' working at some unconscious level - but this 
simply avoids the question by pushing it into the unknowable.  
This is not to say that Doctor Who is not political. I suspect that there are other kinds 
of political work in the program that are much more readily articulated to everyday 
political thinking. To return to the consideration of different kinds of politics that 
opened this article, I suspect that many fans of Doctor Who would be able to articulate 
the program's gender politics quite explicitly. We could interview them and ask, say, 
'Which of the following actors would make a good Doctor?', including some women 
on the list, and examine responses to that. These would, I suspect, tell us that the 
program relies on a hierarchy of genders; and that 'feminist' fans would be aware of 
the need to rework the program to some degree in order to overcome this. That is to 
say, it would make sense, I think, to talk about the program's gender ideology 
(although the research might also disprove that hypothesis). But it seems it simply 
does not make sense to talk about the program's 'ideology' in relation to the traditional 
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politics of 'the form, organisation and administration of a state'. John Fiske, from this 
perspective, is wrong to find a capitalist ideology at work in the program - because 
even to look for such a thing is a category error.  
To reiterate, this is not to argue that popular culture is mere entertainment, or that it is 
apolitical. Doctor Who sustains examination for some forms of politics. And, 
importantly, other parts of popular culture may well bear examination for their state-
political ideologies - and their vernacular state-political philosophies. As one 
interviewee made this point: 
There is something about Doctor Who which doesn’t have connections with particular 
political persuasions - of the underdog, of cleverness and inventiveness winning out 
over brute force. And you can just as much be pro-death-penalty and believe in that as 
you can be a Buddhist. And that’s why [other fans] can watch the same program as I 
do, and not agree with me. It’s so woolly, the program. And it’s a BBC show that was 
half-made from kids, and they pulled back from politics, they shy away from ‘should 
you sacrifice one for the many?’ … whereas Star Trek absolutely knows what it is 
[politically], they’re crossing the mid west, and the Indians are going to die because 
they are bad people. And it’s really clear (interview 20) 
Kate Mulgrew (who played Captain Kathryn Janeway in Star Trek: Voyager) states 
that Star Trek fans must have a certain politics to enjoy that show:  
'If you consider yourself a [Star Trek] fan you will vote Democrat', she says. And Trek 
is perceived as a liberal-leaning show. Does she find the fans more left wing? 'Oh yes', 
she asserts (Golder, 2001: 79). 
By contrast, when an attempt was made to produce an American version of Doctor 
Who, one reader on the pilot script commented that it: 'never find[s] the political or 
philosophical resonance that has brought the Star Trek series such successes' (quoted 
in Segal and Russell, 2000: 69). An encyclopaedia of television comments that Doctor 
Who's: 'aliens … were less … political than their Star Trek counterparts' (Hockley, 
2001: 30). It is not surprising that a number of Star Trek fans have written books in 
which they explicitly explore the political-philosophical issues raised by that program 
(see, for example, McCrone, 1993; Marinaccio, 1994: 16-17: Hanley, 1997; Hassler 
and Wilcox, ed, 1997), while nobody has written on Doctor Who in the same way. It 
makes sense to do this for Star Trek. It is part of the program's meaning. 
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In the end, it may be that in the move from a structuralist search for 'ideology' to a 
poststructuralist examination of 'vernacular political philosophy', we find that not all 
texts are political in the same way. And when we are talking about, as I did in this 
research, state-politics, we may find that some texts simply don't have an 'ideological' 
position at all. 
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Appendix 1 
Interview questions 
1. How you would describe your own politics? 
2. Is the Doctor political? 
3. What does the Doctor fight for? 
4. Hypothetical: if the Doctor had landed outside a polling booth just before the last 
British election, who would he have voted for? 
5. Who is your favourite Doctor? 
6. Do you like him for the actor's performance? The character he portrays? The 
stories he appears in? Other reasons? 
7. Do you ever think the Doctor is wrong to interfere in other societies? 
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8. Which are your favourite stories? 
9. Which are your least favourite? 
If you have seen both The Curse of Peladon and The Sunmakers: 
10. Which story do you prefer? 
11. Do you find that other Doctor Who fans tend to have the same kind of politics as 
yourself? 
12. Does it bother you if they don't? 
 
                                                          
i A couple of interesting points about this consensus should be noted, although there is 
no space to develop them in this article. Firstly, even this point has those who 
disagree: there is never an interpretation on which everyone will agree (interviewee 
30 insists that the Doctor, as an alien,  'has no values, in our terms'). Secondly, and 
perhaps more interestingly, an analysis of the television program itself shows that 
these ideas - that the Doctor never uses weapons, and never kills if it is at all possible 
not to - bear little relation to what goes on in the television program. The 
inconsistency of this massive text, noted above, means that the Doctor's character 
behaves erratically to say the least: 'one moment he's saying "I can't kill", the next 
moment he's blowing up planets' (22). The fact that the preferred reading is one with 
little textual support, and has rather been developed primarily through secondary texts 
by the fans themselves, is worth noting, particularly given ongoing debates about the 
relative power of producers and fans in determining interpretations. 
